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Thank. you tor your fax of 14th October. it scunds as though you had just got
back trom a lovely trip.

The new bl'oedcaeting legislation thet I mentioned is the 1996 Broadcasting Act.
This became Jaw in July this year and its main putpose is to outline how digital
terrestrial television wUI develop in the UK. (It does not COV9( s8teUite .
broadca6tlng, for which we do not have any le-;islationJ There will be 8 change
in the way 'terrestrial television operates as a tVJo-tier system of licensing and
regulating will be ImroduCQd.

As the first stage companies wUf have to tend~r to run a multiplex. This means
that a company can have a nUmbd( of broadcasting companies providing
material for Its overall output. These organisations will be the programme
service providers. Both tha multipfex owners and the programme service"..
providsrs wilL operate under a licence issued by the Independent Television
Commisoion, Which will be the regulatory body tor the legislation. The ITC
currently regulates commercial television in the UK (Channets 3, 4, 5, and
<;able). The exiating broadcastars • Channels 3, 4, 5 as'!d the BBC .. are
guarante4d places on 'the multiplexes for their existi~ servi<:;es, which th6y will
run slmultan~Wlly with theIr analogue services. They can offer new, digital
only services, if they want to widen their output.

(

Royal N~tionallnscj(ure fur the Blind

224 Creat Portland Street
London WIN oM
Telephone 0171-388 126~'
C<::mral Fax 01 i 1-388 2034
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23rd October 1996

Dear Margaret and Cody

Digital terrestrial television is expected to be available in mid·1998 and viewers
will need a special digital receiver ("set-top· box). This wtu connect to e~isting

television sets to provide better quality pictures and sound, and many addItional
channels. In 8ddition some, if not all, receivers will hav~ AUOETEl capability.
This is not built-in to the legislation but will come about from our discussion.
with brcadc83tot8 and the receiver m&ilufacturing industry. Audio description
wHl be csrr;ed by a sound channel. Thi:s;s a considefable advantage over the
AUOETEL system we had expecteo to adopt with our, current, analogue
television system ." which woulq have used e ~efetext line. in due course digital
'televi~ion sets will be available but initially these wiU be very expensive.
Analogue s9rvic8G wifl continue to run tor a number ot years but eventually will
be switched off. This timescal. has not been set but is expect6d to be· 10-15
yeer:s ~ft~r d,gita( tt6rt:s.

Margaret and Cody Ptanstiehl
426 Branch Drivo

"_ Sliver Spring
Maryland 20901-2617, USA.
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Unfortunately this provision was not included in the earlier stagGS of the Bill so
we were not abJe to prepafe for this in advance. Wt) do not approve of
excluding any programme categories. although some programmes do not
obviously lend themselves to audio description. In addition a separate clause
does allow for the Secretary of State, at some later date. to substitute the
parcentag~ • we assume that this means an increase!

The code nileds to identify "the extent to which digital programme services and
quaJifying services should promote the understanding and enjoyment by persons
who ,are blind or pattiaUv-sightsd. 01 the programmes to be included ;n such
services, and the means by which such understandIng and ~ojoyment should be
promoted". The main provision is that "at least 10% of so much of the sarvice
as consists of programmes which are not exclud6d programmes in (elation to
audio description for the blind is to he accompanied by such audio description".
Although. the Government introduc1!d the idea ot excfudN programmes it has
not identified them, leaving this to the fTC to do with the relevant organisations.

Thi:s Act oontains D clause (Clause 20' which addresses the needs of visuaUy
impaired, and deaf and hard of hearing people. The tTC has the responsibility to
draw up a code of guidance, with relevant organisations such as RN'S, on the
ilT.\J)lementation of the Act. ~

I •

I have had ona informal meeting with a represent8tive of the ITe on the cod.e.
where he outlined the categories thst the ITC thinks could be excluded. W-o did
nor agree on many! We started to di$euss the 10% quota and how much
programming could be audio described In the early stages ot digital television.
We did not get very tar with this tlS, once again. we had differing views on
start-up figures. and ~ubsequent increases.

I have a meeting later today with an AUOETEL working party (representatives
from RNfS, National Federation of the Blind, Guide Dogs Association and the
Retinitis Pigmentosa Society) to discuss the issues baton:! a formal, negotiating.
maeting is convened with the ITC.

. .
."

In Decemb~r some sections of the UK's Disability Discrimination Act come into
force. Whilst this Act is not ideal it shoUld off~r some improvements in the
provision of goods. facifities and services fot visually impaired pttopre.
Broadcasting is covered ioUle services section so between them these two new
pieces of legislation should make a considerable difference to visually impaired
peopl& in the UK. over the Mxt few years.

In addition to the work that I am doing on AUOETEll am developing RNIB's
audio described video service. We have currently 19 titles available, with three
more being roleased in December and four Iii the pipeline for next year. We
have established 8 good working relationship .with Buena Vista Home
Entarteinmem. whieh is extrem~ly suppOrtive. Whilst we have provided a few
titJe$ from otner companies it has bG~m much more difficult to get the same level
of co-operation. Whilst 1get some income from RNIS's fundralsers specifically
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for the videos it is not enough to devoloS) the service as quicKly, with £IS wide 0

rang. of titles. as we would Uke to achieve.

We provide the videos tor two purposes. O~e is to provide an audio de_~~bed

home video service in ita own (ight, the other IS to provide demonstration'
material for raising awareness. This latter point is becoming more important as
we get nearer to the Introduction of an AUDETEL service, as we are trying to
ml~G as many visuallv impaired people aware of audio description as pos.sible.
This will, I think, be essential when trying to convince people to invest in the
digital receiver.

t was very interested in the worle that you mentioned In trying to get too audio
description of filma done at the time of production. Last year two colleagues
and ( put together a paper for RNIB matlagement addressing all aspects of audio
descrIption. Thi. wes in 3 bid to get soma funding to..get someone in to
res'arch all the elements necessary to have a cohesive audio description policy:
This paper included the need of addressing the film industry and the cinema
chains. Unfortunately we did not get the necessary funding but tMe iS$ue hB8
recently been rai:sed again ~nd ! hope that this time we can sedously address
the situation. I believe that the way to get widespread audio description for the
recorded medium is to have it done at time of production so that 'the description
can accompany the fifm for cinema, rental and salt-through video. and satellite,
cable and terrestrial television. I would. therefore, be very interested to hear
more about your work to date, and your plans. I was wondering if you would
like to write a piece tor the next AUOETEL Newsletter on this issue.

I hava a$ked Jacfyn Packer if she would like to provide a summary of the
"Who's Listening" research for the New~lette(. If you are able to provide a
piece 1 would lIk.e about 400 words, by Friday, 15th November, and the two
pieces would give a good overview of whet is happeniog currently in the USA.
It will link. also to a piece that I will be doing on out latest video releases.

I hope that the overview of the legislation win be helpful and that you wlll be
able to do a piece tor the Newsletter. (f I can provide any further in1ormation
ptease do n01 hesitate to contact me. (For information I am in the office this
week, until about 1500 on Fridayr but on leave next week.}

1look forward to heBrin9 from you. With best wishes.

Yours sincerely

(Denise Evans)
Broadcasting OWcer

.... '
\ -, .. /



z. ). ..

The European

'J>-

'I

AUDETEL PROJECT

',' Newsletter

January 1997

Bringing television to life
for visually impaired audiences

Avec resume fran~ais Mit deutscher Zusammenfassung



.' ·1 .- ( c
--II

THE EUROPEAN AUDETEl PROJECT: AUDIO DESCRIPTION ON TELEVISION

In this issue of the Newsletter

- digital television developments

- -audio description in Germany

- the World Blind Union resolution on television

- developments in the USA

- audio described videos from RNIB.

AUDIO DESCRIPTION AND DIGITAL TELEVISION

In July the 1996 Broadcasting Act became the first piece of UK legislation to
include targets for audio description, linked to digital terrestrial television
transmissions which are expected to start in mid-1998. The main provisions:

- licensing of terrestrial television multiplexes and digital programme services

- teletext services

- promotion of equal opportunities and fair treatment

- licensing of terrestrial sound broadcasting - multiplexes and providers

- the merging of the Broadcasting Complaints Commission and the Broadcasting
Standards Council to form a new Broadcasting Standards Commission.

Within the provisions for digital terrestrial television there are clauses that relate I

to the audio description of television programmes. The Act provides for the \- .
Independent Television Commission {the regulatory body) to draw up a code of
guidance relating to "the extent to which digital programme services and
qualifying services should promote the und~rstandingand enjoyment by persons
who are blind or partially sighted".

Clause 20 of the Act outlines how television programmes can be made more
accessible by audio description (and by the provision of sub-titling and signing
for deaf and hard of hearing people). By the tenth anniversary of a digital
programme service provider's licence at least 10% of non-excluded programmes
each week must have audio description. The Act does not outline how this
target is to be achieved or what constitutes the non-excluded programmes.
These issues will be determined by the ITC in collaboration with relevant
organisations. The code of guidance ~i11 be available in early 1997, in a range
of formats, and will be given to all licence holders.

1
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Targets were included in the Broadcasting Act after considerable can'\'paigning
by organisations and individuals. As the Bill did not contain specific details
when it was first published organisations of and for visually impaired and deaf
and hard of hearing people joined forces to campaign for targets. Although
c9nsiderable representation was made during the various stages of the Bill in the
House of Lords, there was no improvement in the situation. -~.~

However, the lobbying gained the support of Robert Hughes (MP for Harrow
West) who led a successful campaign to get targets introduced at Committee
Stage in the House of Commons. The target for audio description was 50% of
programmes by the tenth year of the licence! However, the Government felt
that this percentage was too high and made a counter-proposal, which was
accepted by Robert Hughes.

So, whilst disappointed that 50% was not the final figure, RNIB was very V
pleased that for the first time in broadcasting legislation in the UK broadcasters
have a specific target for the provision of audio description.

In addition, Clause 21 does provide for the Secretary of State to substitute the
percentage, by order - hopefully with an increase!

As well as providing AUDETEL, digital television offers better quality pictures
and sound and the opportunity to receive many more channels. In the UK the
existing terrestrial television channels (BBC-l, BBC-2, Channels 3, 4, and 5,
S4C) will be able to transmit their analogue programmes digitally. They will be
able also, if they wish, to set up new services. In addition, new programme
service providers are expected to take the opportunity to bid for the multiplex
licences, so there is the potential for a wider choice of programming.

Of course, terrestrial television is not the only digital development. Digital
satellite television is expected to start in the UK in the autumn of 1997 with a
launch by BSkyB. Elsewhere in Europe Canal Plus and the Kirch Group have
already established digital satelJite services.

AUDIO DESCRIPTION IN GERMANY: BAVARIA TAKING THE LEAD

Elmar Dosch, of the Bavarian Blind Union reports:

Bayerischer Rundfunk could be the first of Germany's regional broadcasters to
allocate a specific budget to audio description. The final go-ahead has not been
given yet but is expected imminently. There are plans to give around OM
100,000 (£40,000) to the description of several TV programmes. Visually
impaired people in Bavaria, who are very keen on audio description, would be
delighted.

The Bavarian Blind Union has conducted a survey on audio description of
television. Results show a strong interest in audio description. Questionnaires

2
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were sent to 2,600 visually itnpaired people aged 20-60 and nearly half,
responded. The key findings are:

•

..

.. -

..

..

97% own a television set

81 % watch television regularly

90% would like audio description of television

92% would like the Bavarian Blind Union to promote regular audio
description of television programmes

Respondents would like audio description for specific programme categories:

.. 19% for talk-shows

.. 31 % for magazine programmes

.. 36% for Westerns

.. 38% for news programmes

* 39% for sports programmes

.. 52% for documentaries

* 60% for police drama series

* 82% for television films

How should we read these provisional figures? There have already been several
described programmes on German television and the Bavarian Blind Union has
given audio description in the cinema a high profile over ~he past few years. But
many respondents will never have experienced audio description. They all have
a personal experience of television viewing and of difficulties experienced in
following a programme. They express an understanding of the usefulness of
additional description for television programmes. Direct experience of
description tends to skew perceptions toward broader endorsement of audio
description on television.

The figures establish the value of audio description and strong consumer
demand. Also they reinforce and validate key findings of surveys on audio
description of television made in other countries.

3
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WORLD BLIND UNION RESOLUTION'Access to Digital Television'

The WBU has passed a resolution which calls on legislators, broadcasters, and
receiver manufacturers to make an active commitment to audio description.

- ~~

"Whereas television plays an important role for education and social and cultural
integration, and is a highly popular pastime of visually impaired people; and

Whereas visually impaired people miss out on crucial information due to the high
visual content of television programmes; and

Whereas audio description (a narration describing action, body-language, facial
expression and scenery) already enables thousands of visually impaired people
to enjoy television in some countries; and

Whereas national surveys show that the vast majority of visually impaired
people want and need audio description of television programmes; and

Whereas article 27 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights recognises the
right of everyone to take part in the cultural life of the community and to benefit
from scientific advancements; and

Whereas in some countries broadcasting legislation already recognises the right
of visually impaired people to enjoy television with audio description; and

Whereas the advent of digital television (which will make many more channels
available) provides a technical solution for the transmission and reception of
audio description; and

Whereas digital receivers must be easily usable by visually impaired people in
order for digital television to be accessible to them,

This Fourth General Assembly of the World Blind Union, meeting in Toronto,
August 26-29 1996, resolves to:

01

(ii)

(iii)

call on broadcasting legislators to recognise the right of visually
impaired people to enjoy television and to dedicate a portion of
digital transmission capacity to the audio description sound as and
when digital television is being introduced; and

call on broadcasters to make a commitment to their visually
impaired audiences to introduce audio description services as soon
as a method for the transmission of the audio description sound
becomes available; and

-
call on the co-operation of receiver manufacturers to incorporate
the needs of blind and partially sighted people into the design of
digital receivers."
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